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THE NEW PROBLEMS OF THE SECONDARY 

LATIN TEACHER IN FIRST AND SECOND 

YEAR LATIN' 

Being a Secondary Latin teacher in a Public School, 
just at present, is an interesting occupation. In a 
comparatively short time we have already adapted 
ourselves to more actual changes than, I believe, any 
other group has — not only changes which have directly 
affected the status of Latin, but general High School 
and administrative changes which have reacted 
indirectly upon the strictly academic subjects. As 
the end is not yet, and there is no certainty as to when 
or what the end will be, teaching Latin, just at present, 
especially in the first and second years, is quite a 
serious matter — serious because it is fast coming to 
pass that the battle for all future Latin, one might say 
the whole Latin cause, is won or lost within this part 
of the course. Classical teaching has always demanded 
unusual preparatory study and excellent class-room 
methods, but never more so than now. So many, new 
problems have developed quite recently within this 
field that it has become necessary for the Secondary 
teacher to make over his ideas almost completely 
and to work out his own solution. 

The most difficult phase of this, it seems to me, is 
not coping with the ultimate reaction, when it comes, 
no matter how radical it may be, but rather dealing 
wisely with the constantly shifting period in which 
we are now. Obviously, the case calls not only for 
abundant energy and resourcefulness, but quite as 
necessarily for an open-mindedhess toward the chang- 
ing educational views. It is my purpose to present 
some of the recent developments in our Latin situation. 
And, although when compared with previous conditions 
and standards, the present seem inferior, it is not my 
intent to draw comparisons, but rather to give an 
account of present conditions, just as we find them, 
with the aim of emphasizing how different the whole 
field is, how differently it must be treated, and how 
important it is that we understand it. 

To my mind the most decided change is the change 
in student type. In the Latin classes we are teaching, 
in the main, the younger brothers and the younger 
sisters of former students. The sources of our supply 
are therefore not greatly changed. But the former group 
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entered High School ordinarily quite mature, responsi- 
ble, resourceful young persons with some clearly 
defined aims, who could easily be dealt with in the 
mass, yet were capable of taking care of themselves, 
individually, in the important matter of home prepara- 
tion. The present entering students are quite as 
bright, but not nearly so mature, at least in habits 
of study, much less responsible in sense of duty, with 
far less initiative in meeting School obligations. Obsta- 
cles discourage them much more easily, causing them 
to give up, to change plans, and to follow lines of less 
resistance. Then, a certain restlessness pervades 
their work; they crave the interesting and would 
reject all else. Furthermore, there is a great difference 
in mental training. Formerly, at least in our own 
experience, the Eighth Grade was more taxing than 
the first year in the Secondary School, and even 
eight to ten years ago the transitional stage was 
not difficult mentally. Now, definite training must 
be given, constantly, in connection with one's subject, 
which makes a very different problem of our work. 
The great care, observation, and accuracy which 
Latin requires, even from the first lesson, make 
it really very taxing and difficult for untrained pupils. 
The great percentage of failures in Latin and in Mathe- 
matics points its own moral. We have been forced 
to see that our first and second year requirements 
were poorly adapted to our present needs. We have 
come to realize the wisdom of much slower procedure, 
better graded material, at the start, with time to do 
the first work thoroughly, to review frequently, really 
to train through our subject, to give the requisite 
individual attention and direction, and, above all, 
to interest and hold. 

Consider a moment the bearing of the present 
status of formal grammar on the first year Latin case. 
Grammar, the bane of boyhood, as a Vassar professor 
calls it, is abandoned, in the Grades, as futile. The 
Secondary School has had to accept this decision and 
to be governed accordingly. We Latin teachers have 
long been accustomed to strengthening weak places 
and to giving new insight into language structure; 
now it is obligatory on us to lay foundations in gram- 
mar, step by step, as needed. If this change had 
come upon us with the admission that Latin is the best 
medium through which to teach grammar, we would 
readily and happily have accepted the added responsi- 
bility. 
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Aside from being less trained and from being unpre- 
pared as students, the present-day pupils have 
developed a trait which comes more directly as one 
of the reactions of the new educational ideas. They 
hear these discussed and are greatly influenced by 
them. Especially they hear talk about the practical 
ends of education. So, accordingly, at every turn 
they ask, What's the use? Now the answer to this 
question has never been hard to give to those who can 
comprehend, but it is often hard to give an adequate 
reply to immature students. One can't talk to them 
of mental development, or of mental discipline, or of 
culture, or of language foundation; one can't advise 
them to wait two years — they have no tolerance for 
postponed results, but expect each subject to justify 
itself in a day for day way. Consequently, each 
semester's work must yield its own returns, cumula- 
tively, in the student's own experience. No one 
will deny that this question, What's the use?, from 
within and without has awakened us Secondary 
teachers (who needed an awakening) to reveal con- 
vincingly the immediate benefits of Latin — benefits 
within the reach and the comprehension of every 
student. The great and increased need of the dic- 
tionary, just at this particular time, when students are 
first coming in frequent contact with longer, more 
learned, technical words, is such a ripe opportunity 
to present daily and systematically the important 
subject of derivation. No phase of the work appeals 
more, in interest or in practical worth. 

So far, in describing the type of students, I have 
mentioned characteristics which can be met by the 
individual teacher with the use of intelligent insight 
and effort. To do this involves keeping alertly in 
touch with the host of excellent suggestions and experi- 
ments coming from all over the country. It means 
analyzing one's own local situation, so that the modi- 
fications may be sane, in keeping with the Latin past, 
yet in wise comprehension of present needs. 

But some other reactions are not so easily counter- 
acted. The policy of a widely extended curriculum, 
combined with a very free elective system, has had 
some temporary effects, especially in certain subjects, 
including Latin, not only unintended, but entirely 
unforeseen. The aim of this policy, to throw open 
countless avenues for selfdiscovery and selfmastery, 
was and is undeniably fine. Dr. Snedden, in describing 
the High School of Tomorrow, says: 

The field of human culture is so large, its valuable 
prospects so many that each learner, under wise 
guidance, will usually make his own individual pro- 
gram. But it will be assumed <here's our difficulty> 
that the guardians of the pupils are disposed to do 
things, educationally, that will prove most profitable 
to them and that advisory agencies will be found in 
school, to indicate what lines of study, of personal 
training, of culture, will prove most worth while. 

He adds: 

We may hope that the doctrine of innate depravity 
of the secondary school students, as well as the incor- 



rigible imbecility of their parents, will have been 
rendered innocuous, if not obsolete. 

While the terms in the latter sentence strike us as too 
strong — we would substitute 'thoughtless', 'pleasure- 
loving', 'distracted' for "depraved" students, and 'too 
busy', 'over-indulgent', 'lax' for "imbecile" parents, 
yet it more truly represents the first reactions we are 
feeling from the wide elective system and extensive 
curriculum. In all probability time will provide the 
certainty of wise guidance and advice, in the proper 
selection of subjects. I am concerned with the tem- 
porary condition and its effect on the Latin cause. 
The elective system is now in about as full operation 
in the Secondary School as in the College. English 
alone is required of all. This means that the average 
fourteen-year old student is not only selecting his 
own subjects, but is continuing or discontinuing them 
at his own desire; parents and teachers really have 
very little to do with it. Theoretically, it is well 
that each subject should make its own appeal and 
should maintain its own worth. But this theory 
requires that the one choosing between subjects 
shall be a judge of values. Needless to say, a fourteen- 
year old boy is not. To him the doctrine of interest 
too often means the least work for credit. No subject 
with heavy demands for outside preparation has favor. 
It is the day of the easy subject versus the hard, the 
day of avoiding difficulties instead of mastering them. 
Now, Latin will never be an easy subject. It still 
demands qualities of persistence, regularity of pre- 
paration, concentration at a time when attractions 
and distractions are abundant within and without, 
when most other subjects have lessened their require- 
ments, especially in outside preparation, but give, 
at present, identical credits. Dr. Snedden realizes 
"the desirability of eventually evaluating all these 
subjects somehow in terms of time and effort which 
should be properly given them". This adjustment 
will prove a boon to us, but just now languages, 
mathematics and certain sciences are subjected to very 
unequal competition. The answer made to the Dean 
of an Eastern College has many counterparts, just 
now, in the Secondary School. He asked a Freshman 
for an explanation of his choice of subjects, saying 
that they were all good subjects, but that he couldn't 
see any correlation in them. The reply came frankly, 
"None of them are before ten a. m. or above the first 
floor of any building". 

Another interesting development has been the 
effect of the withdrawal of College requirements. 
After all, the traditional reason for taking Latin, 
in the minds of the pupils, has been as a College pre- 
paratory subject. Its value per se has not been 
sufficiently emphasized all along the course. Unques- 
tionably our teaching has been at fault in this respect. 
We had not realized the bearing the word 'requirement' 
has had in making and maintaining elections. Even 
now students who are preparing for such Colleges as 
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still require four years of Latin go along contentedly 
in their four years' work. This academic group still 
forms a very substantial, fine class. But it is seemingly 
a natural student trait not to take anything beyond 
requirements, but to take anything quite cheerfully, 
if it is required. Even English, if not required, 
would not be continued by all students. Conse- 
quently, in the case of students preparing for Colleges 
which accept two years of Latin, Latin is apt to be 
taken for just two years. Of course, it is likewise 
true that, just as Latin requirements in the past have 
crowded out the possibility of taking other subjects, 
now the reverse is true. The increased desirability of 
more science, mathematics, and modern languages 
is doing much to curtail the amount of Latin taken. 

Such reactions from the elective system and the 
withdrawal of College requirements, whether tempo- 
rary or permanent, are outside the responsibility of 
Secondary Latin teachers. But another phase and 
one which occasions loss of students lies within our 
own realm and control. Every Secondary teacher 
affirms that the critical period in the four years' course 
is from the middle of the first year to the middle of 
the second year. Here are demanded the best teaching, 
the best judgment, and the deepest insight. Our 
policy in the past has been, too often, one of vigorous 
and rigorous preparatory work as a foundation, leaving 
many by the wayside. For the strictly academic 
group this method still has its old-time splendid 
training and it would be a pity, for them, to have it 
abandoned. But the group to whom this entirely 
analytical, grammatical method appeals is growing 
smaller, and the unrelenting continuance of the method 
undoubtedly accounts for much of the loss of students 
at the end of the second year. Considering the present 
student type and present general conditions, one must 
conclude that the first year and a half are too much of a 
struggle, without manifestly compensating results. 
Foreign languages and some mathematics are now the 
only subjects where there is a direct continuity of 
subject-matter from year to year. The pupil's record 
in the first year directly affects the second year. The 
average student under present requirements has not 
done the first year thoroughly enough. This neces- 
sarily means a strenuous second year in which all 
previous neglect must not only be corrected but must 
be paid for dearly. For the student with sufficient 
mettle this has proven a valuable experience, salutary 
for his general student habits and for all his future 
Latin work. The average Cicero student forgets his 
Caesar troubles in the satisfaction of his third year. 
On the other hand, it has been discouraging to many, 
who can not realize that abundant returns are coming. 
The temptation is strong to make a brand new start 
in another subject. Modern languages draw many 
such recruits and profit greatly by this Latin experience. 
To prevent this discouragement, to tide over this 
particular period, to meet all the complex conditions 
is undoubtedly our greatest task. 



Consider, lastly, two administrative practices which, 
although necessitated by schedule difficulties, enter 
vitally into the matter before us. First, I name the 
possibility of shifting students from one Latin teacher 
to another, within short periods of time. To what 
extent this is true, generally, I do not know, but it is 
possible here to have students change teachers every 
five months, either as a whole class, or individually, 
so that no class works under identical conditions more 
than a semester. Even with uniformity of standards, 
there cannot be sufficient uniformity of methods or 
exact equality of teaching to operate without a loss of 
time and students. While this has come about as a 
result of the semester plan, it has demonstrated quickly 
and conclusively the great desirability of continuity 
of teaching methods for at least a year and preferably 
for the full first two years, giving ample time to achieve 
results with a given method. After the two years, 
the shifting seems to have some decided advantages 
and occasions no loss. 

Secondly, the present class-groups bring together 
students who are taking Latin, for different periods 
of time, with widely different aims. In the same first 
year, you may have — you cannot always know — those 
who intend to take Latin but one year, those who 
intend to take it a year and a half, those who plan to 
take it two years, and so on throughout the four years, 
and with motives varying accordingly. Adequate 
benefits for all must be constantly considered. Each 
semester's work must justify itself to the student, 
must be complete in itself, and yet form a part of a 
continuous whole. Later, it can doubtless be so 
managed, as has already been done to some extent 
in some places, that proper subdivisions with dif- 
ferentiated material and methods will be possible. 
Just now, in this adjustment period, all elements must 
be served and conserved in the same group. 

Such, then, are the complex elements entering into 
the Latin work of the first and second years and making 
the whole situation very different and very critical. 
It therefore rests as a grave responsibility and duty on 
us Secondary teachers to handle this period with most 
thoughtful care and insight, realizing that so worthy a 
cause is in our keeping. 
Peabody High School, Pittsburgh. MARY L. BrEENE. 



REVIEWS* 

A Defense of Classical Education. By R. W. Living- 
stone. London: Macmillan and Co. (1916). Pp. 
xi + 278. 
Mr. Livingstone's book is written with a view to 
English conditions. It is a serious attempt to analyze 
the educational values of classical instruction. Admit- 
ting the prevalent discontent with the educational 
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